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Oscar Wilde and the Invention
of a Life-Creating Fiction

When discussing the origins, rise, and contemporary legitimization of biofiction,
Oscar Wilde is a crucial figure.

This is not just because he authored one of the

first and most important reflections about the aesthetic form, but also because he
became the subject of many biofictions, most notably Desmond Hall's I Give You
Oscar Wilde: A Biographical Novel {1965), Peter Ackroyd's The Last Testament of
Oscar Wilde (1983), Louis Edwards's Oscar Wilde Discovers America (2003), and
Colm Toibin's The Master (2004). Some, of course, would question and challenge
my decision to include Toibin's novel in this list, as many would say that The
Master is a biographical novel about Henry James. But as I will demonstrate,
Toibin has a commanding grasp of literary history, and The Master accurately
foregrounds the crucial role Wilde played in both the rise ot the biographical
novel and the fall of the historical novel, which is why I argue that Wilde is the
primary master of The Master.

I
The past is the key to the future-1
To understand Wilde's role in the rise of biofiction, some context is needed. The
French Revolution had an enormous impact on the European psyche, so much
so that scholars believe it gave birth to history programs.2 After 1789, professors
started to develop and refine the Enlightenment's scientific instruments of
analysis in order to identify and define what caused cataclysmic historical
events. The hope was that systematizing knowledge of what happened would
enable those in the present to predict and thereby avoid future catastrophes.
This attempt to make history into a rigorous science partly contributed to the
rise of the historical novel, an aesthetic form that visualizes the laws and causes
of human-generated disasters.3
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In his landmark study The Historical Novel, Lukacs clearly articulates how
the nineteenth-century's scientific approach to history animated aesthetics.
What the historical novel gives readers is "a rational periodization of history, an
attempt to comprehend the historical nature and origins ot the present rationally
and scientifically."'1 Within this framework, Lukacs stipulates that one of the first
and most important aesthetic laws is that the protagonist of the historical novel
must be an invented figure,

which differentiates it from the biographical novel.

This is not just an idiosyncratic recommendation on Lukacss part. It is the logical
consequence of his scientific approach to history and his Marxist view of the
novel. The protagonist must function as a representative symbol ot the people,
the nation, and the age, a figure
forces,"5

that embodies "social trends and historical

which is why this character must be ordinary and average. According

to this paradigm, the development and evolution ot the protagonist are not
important. Rather, the focus should be on the objective societal, political, and
economic forces that shape and determine the character's being. Lukacs refers
to this as the "derivation of the individuality ot characters from the historical
peculiarity"6 of the specific age. To illustrate, Lukacs uses the work of Sir Walter
Scott as an ideal. With his focus on the sociohistorical, Scott does not spotlight
the evolution of a protagonist's identity: "Instead, he always presents us with the
personality complete. Complete, yet not without the most careful preparation.
This preparation, however, is not a personal and psychological one, but objective,
social-historical."7 The personal and the psychological are subordinate to the
"objective, social-historical" realities that shape and determine the representative
protagonist's identity. To put the matter succinctly, the protagonist must be an
invention so that the author can use him or her to illustrate how the objective
historical and social forces from the past have dictated the form of his or her
identity.
We get additional insight into the nature of the invented protagonist of the
historical novel when we attend to the way this character functions. Symbolic
not just of an average person, this figure

represents the whole nation and age.

This explains why Lukacs believes that "the central figure"

of the work should

be a "mediocre, prosaic hero."8 To give the character too much personality,
individuality, or autonomy would undermine the protagonist's function to
symbolize a larger representative reality from the past. As Lukacs says of Scott:
"he never creates eccentric figures, figures
atmosphere of his

age."9

who fall psychologically outside the

Important to note here is not just the way the literary

symbol functions in the historical novel, but also how Lukacs engages the
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historical. A perfect example is seen through Lukacs's description of the impact
that a shift from mercenary to mass armies had on everyday people. In the preRevolutionary period, wars "were waged by small professional armies."10 This
changed during the French Revolution, which required political leaders to
make the case to the masses for fighting

in the name of the national cause. A

transformation such as this had "a direct effect upon the life of every individual."11
In essence, what happens at the level of the political dictates the interiority of the
masses, what Lukacs refers to as the "inner life of a nation."12
This approach has specific implications for the way the novelist must represent
the historical. Having mentally reached back into the past in order to identify
and define the objective social and political forces that determined the interiority
of the masses, the artist can then construct a representative character and/or
scene that accurately pictures much more than just one individual. Lukacs uses
Leo Tolstoy's War and Peace to illustrate. Tolstoy takes "an episode from the war
which is of particular importance and significance for the human development
of his main characters. And Tolstoy's genius as an historical novelist lies in
his ability to select and portray these episodes so that the entire mood of the
Russian army and through them of the Russian people gains vivid expression."13
After identifying and defining the important social and political forces of a
particular period from the past, the author then invents a figure

that represents

this "objective, social-historical" reality, thus enabling the character to accurately
symbolize the whole population from a specific time and place.
The biggest benefits of the historical novel are related to its predictive capacity.
With an ability "to comprehend their own existence as something historically
conditioned,"14 people in the present would be in possession of "one of the most
important theoretical preliminaries for the future transformation of society.""
In other words, the historical novel, in using the scientific method to accurately
represent the past, enables us to understand what made us who we are in the
present. Moreover, this aesthetic form provides us with a concrete framework
for understanding what led to cataclysmic events and thus makes it possible for
us in the present to predict and thereby avoid similar catastrophes in the future.
As a mere twenty-five-year-old, Wilde reflected at some length and in some
depth about history as a science, and he arrived at conclusions strikingly similar
to Lukacs. Herodotus is for Wilde one of the greatest historians because "in him
we discover not merely the empirical connection of cause and effect but that
constant reference to Laws which is the characteristic of the Historian proper."16
Put differently, in Herodotus we can discern "the rise of that historic sense which

18
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is the rational antecedent of the science of historical criticism."17 Here is Wilde's
characterization of that approach: "the one scientific basis on which the true
philosophy of History must rest, is the complete knowledge of the Laws of
Human Nature in all its wants, its aspirations, its powers, and its tendencies."18
This knowledge is valuable as it enables us to predict the future: "For the
very first requisite for any scientific conception of History is the Doctrine of
uniform sequence, in other words that certain events having happened certain
other events corresponding to them will happen also. That the past is the key
of the future."19 In short, Wilde intelligently registers how the Enlightenment's
valorization of science inflects history.

II
Our historical sense is at fault.20
Wilde developed these ideas in "Historical Criticism," an essay he submitted "for
the Chancellor's English Essay Prize at the University of Oxford in 1879."-1 Given
the positive nature of his views about the scientific approach to history, it would
seem that Wilde would have formulated an aesthetic model similar to Lukacs."
But in the late 1880s and early 1890s, when he did his most important theorizing
about aesthetics ("The Decay of Lying," "The Critic as Artist, and

Ihe Soul of

Man"), Wilde came to the conclusion that the scientific approach that he applied
to history was not only unsuitable for but also in irreconcilable conflict with
the world of art. Therefore, instead of formulating an aesthetic model similar
to Lukacs, which uses the Enlightenment's scientific method to define art, he
seeks to expose why subordinating art to history (increasingly defined over the
course of the nineteenth century as a hard science) would damage aesthetics,
the human, and even life (I will examine this idea in more depth in the next
chapter). A close examination of Wilde's "A Portrait of Mr. W.H., a borderline
biofiction, usefully demonstrates how and why Wilde's work reads as if it were a
direct refutation of Lukacs's model in The Historical Novel.
This 1889 short story focuses on the dedicatee and sometime-subject of
Shakespeare's sonnets, who is simply referred to as Mr. W.H. Wilde's character
Cyril Graham hypothesizes that W.H. is actually Willie Hughes, a boy-actor
who performed in Shakespeare's plays. Graham's theory initially convinces his
friend Erskine and the narrator, but both figures

eventually have their doubts,
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because there is no empirical evidence to verify the existence of Willie Hughes.
As Erskine says to the narrator: "The one flaw in the theory is that it presupposes
the existence of the person whose existence is the subject of dispute."23 There are
two interpretive apparatuses we could apply to this story in order to illuminate
what biofiction is and what it is not. These approaches come from Lukacs, who
wrongly uses historical-novel criteria to analyze and interpret biofiction, and
Wilde, who not only anticipates but actually contributes to the rise, evolution,
and now dominance of biofiction.
Lukacs is a complicated figure

for scholars of biofiction. In The Historical

Novel, he identifies and defines the intellectual and political forces that gave birth
to the historical novel and establishes a compelling framework to clarify how the
historical novel functions. To his credit, Lukacs devotes a whole section of his
study to the biographical novel (300-22), which means that he understands that
the biographical novel is different from the historical novel, but unfortunately,
instead of noting that different forces gave birth to the biographical novel and
thus necessitated unique and distinctive criteria for analyzing and assessing it,
he uses historical-novel criteria to interpret and evaluate the aesthetic form, and
consequently, he concludes that it is an irredeemable mistake.24
As noted above, for Lukacs, "the historical novel is interested in the prehistory
of the ideas which are being fought out today."25 Within this framework, the
author must use a "scientific approach" to disclose the "economic-social,
political and cultural life" of a previous time. This life is best pictured through
"objective laws" as seen in "connections"26 between the fictional

individual and

the sociohistorical reality. From this vantage point, what biographical novelists
give readers is too particular: "the facts of a great man's life tell us at best the
particular occasion on which something great was achieved, but they never give
us the real context, the real chain of causation as a result of which this great
accomplishment played its part in history."27 This commitment to history is
the basis for Lukacs's biggest error, which is to define the biographical novel
in terms of representational aesthetics. He discloses this most clearly when he
articulates one of his primary critiques of biofiction: "The better the writer's
work, that is, the more truthfully he portrays the particular occasion on the
basis of scrupulously checked and selected material from the given life, the more
noticeable and striking will its occasional and objectively accidental character
appear."28 A work is good insofar as it accurately portrays the reality of the actual
person's life. But this is also the basis for the biographical novel's failure. The
author of a historical novel invents a mediocre protagonist that symbolizes the
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objective social-historical reality of the time. When an author bases the novel
on an actual historical figure,

especially an extraordinary or unique life, much

in the protagonist will fail to symbolize or represent the social-historical reality
of the distinctive place and age. Thus, the main figure

of a biographical novel

will contain much that is irrelevant ("accidental"), and it will give the reader
a distorted picture of the representative historical reality, because in focusing
on the individual biography, it will overlook and/or distort the larger socialhistorical picture, which is of ultimate importance. As Lukacs concludes:
We may generalize this weakness of the biographical form of the novel by
saying that the personal, the purely psychological and biographical acquire a
disproportionate breadth, a false preponderance. As a result the great driving
forces of history are neglected. They are presented in all too summary a fashion
and relate only biographically to the person at the centre. And because of this
false distribution of weights what should be the real centre ot these novels

the

given historical transformation—cannot make itself felt sufficiently strongly.2
Failing to subordinate the biographical to the "objective laws" and reality ot
history necessarily distorts the picture of the past.
Given Lukacs's approach, "The Portrait of Mr. W.H." would be an unambiguous
failure. On the surface, this is the case because the protagonist is supposedly
named after a real person, the heretofore unidentified dedicatee of Shakespeares
sonnets. In the historical novel, the main character is an empty vessel that the
author can and should fill with the distinctive cultural and political cargo of the
subject's time and place.30 Since Wilde's Willie Hughes is based on a real person,
the author, according to Lukacs, is bound by that figure's

actual biography.

Portions of this character's life might symbolically reflect the place and age, but,
as Lukacs contends, much in that biography will fail to accurately represent the
historical reality. What also makes Willie totally unsuitable as a representative
character is his exceptional beauty. For Lukacs, the protagonist should be
mediocre, an everyday kind of figure. But Wilde's Willie is so captivating that he
is described as the "tenth Muse" who inspired Shakespeare to produce "Eternal
numbers to outlive long date" (PWH 265).
More than a character's name or status, however, what would make

The

Portrait of Mr. W.H." a failure according to Lukacs is Wilde's critical treatment
within the story of the empirical method's intrusion into the world of art. As
history-as-science was gaining intellectual momentum during the nineteenth
century, there was the possibility that it would encroach upon the world of
art, thus subordinating the imaginative and the creative to the factual and the
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empirical. Lukacs welcomed this development, and his systematization of this
idea into the historical novel is the logical product. But it is my contention that
Wilde's story brilliantly dramatizes the anxiety about the scientific method's
encroachment upon aesthetics.31 Moreover, it is this concern about and rejection
of science's intrusion into the world of art that mandated the rise of a literary
form like biofiction.
Throughout "The Portrait," Erskine and the narrator are captivated by Cyril's
theory about Willie. Yet, because of the empirical method, both harbor serious
doubts. Erskine is initially enamored of Cyril's theory. But shortly afterward, the
age's empirical method takes possession of him, which leads him to reject the
theory:
After some time, however, I began to see that before the theory could be
placed before the world in a really perfected form, it was necessary to get some
independent evidence about the existence of this young actor Willie Hughes.
If this could be once established, there could be no possible doubt about his
identity with Mr. W.H.; but otherwise the theory would fall to the ground.
(PWH 266)
The theory hinges on its correspondence to historical fact. If the facts cannot be
empirically verified, then the theory is null and void, which is why Erskine asks
Cyril to promise to "not publish his discovery till he had put the whole matter
beyond the reach of doubt" (PWH 266). The narrator draws the same conclusion.
As he says: "But the proofs, the links—where were they? Alas! I could not find
them. It seemed to me that I was always on the brink of absolute verification, but
that I could never really attain to it" (PWH 277). In both cases, the men despair
of the theory's value because they cannot find

empirical evidence to verify it,

which suggests that they subscribe, at least for a while, to a theory based on the
scientific method.
Given the intrusion and privileging of the empirical approach, it might seem
that "The Portrait of Mr. W.H." is working within the Lukacs tradition. But the
last section of the story suggests otherwise. After a prolonged study of the theory,
the narrator briefly comes to accept it, so he sends Erskine an impassioned
defense. But shortly thereafter, the narrator is afflicted with doubts, so he visits
Erskine in order to encourage his friend to reject the theory. As the narrator
says: "For heaven's sake don't waste your time in a foolish attempt to discover a
young Elizabethan actor who never existed, and to make a phantom puppet the
centre of the great cycle of Shakespeare's Sonnets" (PWH 279). But Erskine, who
by this point has adopted a new version of the theory, one more in line with what
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Cyril thinks, retorts: "I see that you don't understand the theory

(PWH 279).

In essence, there are two separate theories in "The Portrait, one based on the
historical novel's empirical method, the other based on what would become the
axioms of biofictional aesthetics.32
The dominant aesthetic paradigm of the time emphasized accurate
representation, so using empirical evidence to establish and justify the
existence of Willie Hughes is of paramount importance. Cyril realizes this, so
to satisfy Erskine, he had a portrait made of Willie "with his hand resting on
the dedicatory page of the Sonnets" (PWH 267), thus seemingly validating his
theory. But Erskine discovers by chance that Cyril had the portrait made, so,
he concludes, the theory fails. But the theory would fail only if it is premised
on an aesthetic of accurately representing reality in the external world. Since
Cyril does not subscribe to that theory, verifying the existence of Willie is not
that important to him. Readers see this most clearly when Erskine confronts
Cyril about the forged painting. But Cyril responds: "I did it purely for your
sake. You would not be convinced in any other way. It does not affect the truth
of the theory" (PWH 268). Within the context of Cyril's theory, which Erskine
would eventually adopt, proof of Willie's existence is irrelevant, so even if there
is no empirical evidence to verify Willie's existence, this would not invalidate the
theory. This is the case because Cyril subscribes to a different aesthetic theory,
one, as I will now demonstrate, that aligns with the aesthetics ot the biographical
novel and stands in opposition to the aesthetics of the historical novel.
That Wilde is highly attentive to the significance of distinct conceptual
fields of meaning he makes clear in the opening paragraph of

rhe Portrait

of Mr. W.H." When discussing literary forgeries, specifically those ot Thomas
Chatterton, the narrator notes that from one perspective they are problematic,
but from another they are perfectly legitimate. As readers, we have "no right
to quarrel with an artist for the conditions under which he chooses to present
his work," because "all Art" is "an attempt to realise one's own personality on
some imaginative plane out of reach of the trammeling accidents and limitations
of real life." Authorial self-actualization rather than a faithful representation of
mundane reality—that is the aesthetic goal. Thus, to critique the artist for taking
liberties with the facts is "to confuse an ethical with an aesthetical problem
(PWH 259). The story's opening logic is: if you want a faithful representation of
an actual life, read a biography. But if you read a fiction

(something "aesthetical )

of someone's life, you cannot demand or expect biographical accuracy, because
that is not what fiction

writers give readers.
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This distinction between the aesthetical and the non-aesthetical explains
Cyril's unapologetic rejection of the scientific method as the basis for art. As
Erskine says of Cyrils approach: "This was Cyril Graham's theory, evolved as you
see purely from the Sonnets themselves, and depending for its acceptance not
so much on demonstrable proof or formal evidence, but on a kind of spiritual
and artistic sense, by which alone he claimed could the true meaning of the
poems be discerned" (PWH 264-5). To use science's empirical sense to analyze
and assess the artwork could only have distorting consequences, because art
and the imagination should not be subordinate to science and fact. Needed
is an "artistic sense" in order to understand and appreciate the poems. Cyril
reiterates this point to Erskine: "I remember he more than once told me that he
himself required no proof of the kind, and that he thought the theory complete
without it" (PWH 267). Given these remarks, it might seem that Wilde adopts
an anti-science position, but this is not correct. Wilde does not oppose science.
He objects to the intrusion of science into the world of art and the attempt of
science to subordinate creativity and the imagination to the empirical method.
To clarify what is at stake for writers within this particular aesthetic tradition,
let me briefly reference Colum McCann, who has authored three spectacular
biographical novels, Dancer, TransAtlantic, and Apeirogon. Like Wilde, McCann
has some concerns about history's intrusion into the novel. As McCann says in
an interview with Robert Birnbaum: "I hate the term 'historical novel.

3

He

provides more insight into his reasons why in his interview with Synne Rifbjerg:
"I hate the idea of the term 'the historical novel,' not that I hate history and not
that I hate the novel, but I hate the way those two words match each other and
plunge themselves down into an aspic, a softness; it almost wears a bodice of
sorts."34 McCann's metaphors (aspic and bodice) suggest that the historical novel
contains and straitjackets the human, thus inhibiting expansion, development,
and growth. In essence, the historical novel is a contradiction in terms, because
the historical defines, confines, and restrains, while the novel imagines, liberates,
and creates. Put differently, Lukacs lauds and favors the historical novel, and his
theoretical model succeeds, but it does so at the expense of art. He subordinates
art to history-as-science, thus compromising art's autonomy. For writers like
Wilde and McCann, if history-as-science plays a dominant role in fiction,

this

will attenuate and perhaps negate the aesthetic. By stark contrast, when art
dominates, history-as-science must have, at most, a subordinate role within the
work. The problem is not with history-as-science, nor with art. It is the ill-fated
combination of the two.
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When Erskine says that Cyril's theory is based more on an "artistic sense" than
a scientific sense, he perfectly captures the distinction between the historical
novel and the biographical novel. The historical novel uses the scientific method
to identify the forces that have shaped and determined the past, thus clarifying
how we have come to be as we currently are. Biographical novelists reject this
approach, so they shift the focus from deterministic history to biographical
autonomy. Here is how Wilde's Gilbert expresses the matter in "The Critic as
Artist": "The longer one studies life and literature, the more strongly one feels
that behind everything that is wonderful stands the individual, and that it is not
the moment that makes the man, but the man who creates the age.'"5 Literature
should not be about the way the moment (history) creates the human but the way
the human shapes "reality." Based on this distinction, it would be wrong to think
that Wilde was trying to give readers an accurate picture of the true dedicatee
of Shakespeare's Sonnets in "The Portrait of Mr. W.H." Wilde's Vivian from "The
Decay of Lying" articulates the best way to approach Wilde's story and biofiction
more generally: "The only portraits in which one believes are portraits where
there is very little of the sitter, and a very great deal of the artist." '" Applying this
maxim to "The Portrait of Mr. W.H.," what readers get in the story is very little
of Shakespeare's dedicatee and a great deal of Wilde, an idea consistent with the
aesthetic approaches of Matisse and Picasso in Najmi's biographical novel, as I
illustrate in the introduction.
But what exactly does Wilde give readers in this story? The answer is his view of
art, which is premised on the idea of life as a critical form of endless creation. For
Wilde, the critical faculty is of crucial importance because it is that which suggests
a "fresh departure of thought, or passion, or beauty."1 Within this framework, tor
art to be art, the invention of something new must be present. In fact, invention
is what makes art art. This explains why Vivian makes the following claim from
"The Decay of Lying": "No great artist ever sees things as they really are. If he
did, he would cease to be an artist."38 Merely seeing things as they seemingly are
would make a person a Bartleby-like scrivener (a biographer, a historian, or a
realist) rather than a Prometheus-like artist. To be an artist, a person must create
a new way of seeing and/or being. This is the exact opposite from Lukacs. For the
Hungarian Marxist, there is an objective historical reality, and it is the artist's job
to picture that reality with as much precision and accuracy as possible:
A writer who deals with history cannot chop and change with his material as
he likes. Events and destinies have their natural, objective weight, their natural,
objective proportion. If a writer succeeds in producing a story which correctly
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reproduces these relationships and proportions, then human and artistic truth
will emerge alongside the historical.39
What Lukacs calls "artistic truth," Wilde would dub mindless copy. This is
the case because the historical novel, as Lukacs defines it, lacks the essential
component of art, which is the invention of something new.
The two positions generate contradictory criteria for assessing a particular
work. In the Lukacs tradition, if a work captures the essence of the biographical
subject and therewith the specific age, then it would be considered a success.
But if not, it would be considered a failure. For Wilde, a different set of criteria is
needed. Artists are not historians or biographers, neutral and objective recorders
of past events. To the contrary, they are inventors of a new reality. So while
Lukacs favors literature that gives "living human embodiment to historicalsocial types,"40 Wilde draws the exact opposite conclusion: "We are no longer
in art concerned with the type. It is with the exception that we have to do."41
According to this model, a work would succeed only insofar as it brings into
existence a new way ("exception") of seeing or being. Wilde makes this point
when he offers what is perhaps the first theoretical reflection about biofiction.
As Vivian says in "The Decay of Lying": "if a novelist is base enough to go to
life for his personages he should at least pretend that they are creations, and
not boast of them as copies. The justification of a character in a novel is not
that other persons are what they are, but that the author is what he is."42 The
justification of a person in a history or a biography is that the paper figure

is

an accurate representation of what the real person was. But the justification
of a historical figure

in fiction

is much different. Specifically, for the author

of biofiction, of utmost importance is the artist and his or her creative vision,
and not the historical past or the biographical subject, because, as Vivian
says: "Literature always anticipates life. It does not copy it, but moulds it to its
purpose."43 Therefore, in the realm of art, the aesthetic object should be judged
a success insofar as it invents something new, which will subsequently give birth
to a new reality in life, so accurate representation of the biographical subject and
therewith history is not the author's aesthetic objective.
In short, biofiction writers fictionalize,

rather than represent, the life of the

biographical subject, a fact to which numerous biographical novelists attest. For
example, in 1916, George Moore published The Brook Kerith, a biographical
novel in which Christ survives the crucifixion and eventually renounces some
of his earlier teachings as fanatical and dangerous (I will discuss this novel at
considerable length in the next chapter). Moore's Christ is not supposed to be
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seen as a fleshed-out

version of the true Jesus. As Moore says in a letter to his

friend W. K. Magee: "You must look upon my Jesus as an independent creation,
and not as an attempt to discover what the real man was from the Gospels."14 In
1973, Gore Vidal published Burr, a biographical novel about Aaron Burr. In a
1974 interview with Gerald Clarke, Vidal says: "my Burr is not the real Burr."15
Joanna Scott has written three brilliant biographical novels, and in an essay
on biofiction, she says about Egon Schiele, the protagonist of her biographical
novel Arrogance (1990): "I was not trying to pretend that my Schiele was the real
Schiele. I just wanted him to be real."46 In 2018, Paula McLain published Love
and Ruin, a biographical novel about Martha Gellhorn, and in her concluding
note on sources, McLain says: "my Gellhorn isn't the Gellhorn."1 From 1916
until today, the pattern is consistent. As these and countless other biographical
novelists argue, the paper person in the biographical novel is not supposed
to be seen as an accurate reflection of the actual historical figure.

It would be

more accurate to say that the author fictionalizes

in order to

the actual figure

communicate his or her own vision of life. What, in part, makes a biofiction
successful, then, is the degree to which the protagonist appears real to the reader
and is an effective figure for expressing the author's vision.
This biofictional approach provides readers with an intellectual framework
for understanding and assessing much in Wilde's story. Cyril's portrait of Willie
is a success, because, as Erskine says: "Willie Hughes became to me as real a
person as Shakespeare" (PWH 265). Success here is not defined on the basis
of accurately representing the actual dedicatee of Shakespeare's Sonnets. It is
based on Cyril's ability to make Willie seem and feel as real as Shakespeare. But
making the character feel and seem like an actual being is merely a beginning.
The ultimate aesthetic goal is the invention of a new way of seeing and/or being,
and this is the effect that Cyril (as a kind of "author" of Willie Hughes) has on
the narrator. After committing himself to the theory, the narrator is inspired by
Willie in the same way Shakespeare was: "Every day I seemed to be discovering
something new, and Willie Hughes became to me a kind of spiritual presence, an
ever dominant personality" (PWH 274). The seemingly real presence of Willie
inspires the narrator to set into motion a process of endlessly ("Every day")
discovering "something new."
To get a more precise understanding of what this idea of discovering something
new means, it is useful to look at 7he Incomparable and Ingenious History of
Mr. W.H. Wilde realized that the core ideas in "The Portrait of Mr. WH." had
considerable power, so he decided to expand the short story into a book. Wilde
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did not complete the project during his lifetime, but the draft version sheds
specific light on Wilde's view of the biographical figure

that functions to inspire

a critical form of unending creation. The works about Mr. W.H. focus less on
Willie Hughes than on the inspirational effect he has on people. For instance,
Willie's "physical beauty" was so intense "that it became the very cornerstone
of Shakespeare's art; the very source of Shakespeare's inspiration; the very
incarnation of Shakespeare's dreams."1* But beauty in itself is not what makes a
figure so valuable. It is that this "beauty had given a new creative impulse to" an
"age."49 In short, beauty gives birth to something new, and Willie is the basis for
two inspirational ideas in Shakespeare.
The first

relates to "the ambiguity of the sexes."50 A "boy-actor" who

convincingly dresses and performs as a female, Willie occasions new ways of
thinking about sexual identity. As the narrator of The Incomparable and Ingenious
History of Mr. W.H. says:
Indeed, if sex be an element in artistic creation, it might rather be urged that
the delightful combination of wit and romance which characterises so many of
Shakespeare's heroines was at least occasioned, if it was not actually caused by the
fact that the players of these parts were lads and young men, whose passionate
purity, quick mobile fancy, and healthy freedom from sentimentality can hardly
fail to have suggested a new and delightful type of girlhood or of womanhood.51
Wilde's narrator, anticipating the work of Virginia Woolf and Judith Butler,
entertains the possibility that sex is not so much an ontological reality as an
"artistic creation," something that can be altered and shaped by skillful artists.
In Shakespeare's case, a figure like Willie enabled the Stratford Bard to imagine
into being "a new and delightful type of girlhood or of womanhood." And
given Wilde's aesthetic, the artist's imagined reality would give birth to a reality
in life.
Second, Willie inspires an understanding and appreciation of the legitimacy,
power, beauty, and value of the homoerotic relation.52 Here is how Vte
Incomparable's narrator describes Shakespeare in relation to Willie:
Willie Hughes! How musically it sounded! Yes; who else but he could have been
the master-mistress of Shakespeare's passion, the lord of his love to whom he
was bound in vassalage, the delicate minion of pleasure, the rose of the whole
world, the herald of the spring decked in the proud livery of youth, the lovely
boy whom it was sweet music to hear, and whose beauty was the very raiment of
Shakespeare's heart, as it was the keystone of his dramatic power?5'
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This sounds like something out of the courtly love tradition. But in this
instance, the lover and the beloved are two males. To indicate that Wilde wants
readers to consider this relation in sexual terms, he strategically references
Plato's Symposium,54 a work that takes sexual intimacy between men as a natural
given.55
As readers, we might be wondering if Cyril, Erskine, the narrator, and Wllde
have given us a reliable portrait of Shakespeare and/or Mr. W.H. But to ask such
a question is to miss the point of Wilde's aesthetic, which is why the theory
based on empirical evidence is irrelevant. Artists do not give their viewers the
status quo, a well-established cultural truth ("things as they really are"). They
imagine something new into being, something original and unique that disrupts
and challenges accepted norms and reified values. This approach explains how
critics should engage Wilde's story. As Ernest says in "The Critic as Artist": "the
primary aim of the critic is to see the object as in itself it really is not."55 Gilbert
adds to this idea: "To the critic the work of art is simply a suggestion for a new
work of his own, that need not necessarily bear any obvious resemblance to the
thing it criticises."57 A great work of art does not picture what supposedly is. That
is what history and biography do. The great artist uses history or biography to
create a work that inspires the viewer to see the world in a new way, which will
thereby enable the person to create a new way of living.
Interpreting the theory in "The Portrait of Mr. W.H." with this aesthetic
approach in mind compels readers to focus not on accurate representation of
the biographical subject and his or her time and place but instead to activate
their own critical-artistic sense in the present and for the future.58 Let me apply
this model to "The Portrait of Mr. W.H.," in which Shakespeare is understood to
have used the life of Mr. W.H. to produce a sonnet sequence that illustrates "the
true relations between the art of the actor and the art of the dramatist" (PWH
265).59 These sonnets clarify how drama can give birth to more ideal torms in the
real world: "Shakespeare invites us to notice how the truth ot acting, the truth of
visible presentation on the stage, adds to the wonder of poetry, giving life to its
loveliness, and actual reality to its ideal form" (PWH 271). Shakespeare's artistic
work was a success because it inspired Cyril to generate a new way of thinking
about women and homosexuality, and Cyril's critical work in turn was a success
because it inspired Erskine and the narrator to see "something new" each day.
What Wilde gives readers in "The Portrait of Mr. W.H.," therefore, is a clear
articulation of the way art, specifically biofiction, functions to inspire people
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to become active creators of new ways of seeing and living. According to this
paradigm, we should not be asking: Did Wilde get Willie's life and times right?
That question is premised on the empiricism-based theory that scholars took as
a given. Rather, we should be asking: Did Shakespeare and Cyril effectively use
the life of Mr. WH. to set into motion a life-generating orientation toward the
world?
The point I have been building toward is this: Wildean aesthetics is a tacit
rejection and refutation of the historical novel, specifically as Lukacs would
define it decades later. Therefore, to use a Lukacsian model to analyze and
interpret a work like "The Portrait of Mr. W. H." could only yield the most hideous
form of interpretive deformity. Moreover, the aesthetic that Wilde establishes in
and through "The Portrait of Mr. W.H." is the one that has become dominant
among biographical novelists. A brief look at the remarks ot a tew contemporary
biographical novelists will illustrate. The Nigerian-Belgian author Chika Unigwe
has published a biographical novel about Olaudah Equiano (De Zwarte Messias),
and she is currently writing one about Equiano's daughter, Joanna, about whom
almost nothing is known, which makes it a borderline biofiction similar to The
Portrait of Mr. W.H." In an interview, I asked Unigwe if it is possible to do a
biographical novel about someone when there is almost no historical record.
Her response is illuminating:
In a historical novel, the author is invested in being true to the realities of that
time, so there is little space to create characters that transcend their time in a
very radical way, which you can do with biofiction. So in that way I think that
Joanna is certainly more biofiction than historical fiction. There are things that
Joanna does that I doubt that she would have been able to do if I were writing
historical fiction. So I think in biofiction you are able to dream a lot more, a lot
wider. Your dreams are more expansive, as a writer, than in historical fiction/'"
Given the differences between the historical and biographical novel, readers
come to the works for very different things. As Unigwe concludes: "Readers
don't come to biographical fiction
for

possibilities."61

for truth. They come to biographical fiction

What readers want from the historical novel is an accurate

representation of "the realities of that time," but what they want from the
biographical novel is a model of a figure that transcends the deterministic forces
of history and the environment, and this is something that places the protagonist
of the biographical novel in irreconcilable conflict with the protagonist of the
historical novel.
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Spanish novelist Rosa Montero usefully clarifies what readers get from
biographical novels. For Montero, the goal of the biographical novel should not
so much be to depict a real life as to use the life "to try to better understand the
world in its greater complexity." This, she explains, is what Robert Graves achieves
in his novel I, Claudius: "He wasn't telling us the story of Emperor Claudius, but
rather making an impressive fresco of the human condition."'1-' Montero specifies
exactly what fiction

writers give readers in a discussion about the human

"capacity for symbolic understanding."63 Biography is of crucial importance
because it provides humans with an "existential map," which is a framework
about "how to live."64 This has direct relevance for understanding the function of
a particular life in the biographical novel. In Montero's case, it would be incorrect
to say that her goal was simply to give readers a picture of Marie Curie in her
biographical novel about the famous Polish scientist. Montero is a novelist, not a
biographer. Therefore, Montero unapologetically says that she "used Marie Curie
as an enormous screen on which to project [...] possibilities.""' Like Unigwe,
the biographical subject is a figure

that the author uses in order to imagine into

existence possible ways of thinking and being for readers in the present and
the future. As David Ebershoff says in an interview about The Danish Girl, his
biographical novel of Einar Wegener/Lili Elbe, the first

person to undergo sex

confirmation surgery: "Artists are visionaries; they see something that does not
yet exist. They can bring into creation something that is not yet there."66
In 1996, Margarat Atwood authored Alias Grace, a biographical novel about
the Irish servant Grace Marks, who was convicted in Canada of murdering her
employer. In a lecture about this work, Atwood sheds considerable light on her
aesthetic objectives, and it is clear that she is working in the same tradition as
Wilde. Atwood told her audience that "such stories are not about this or that
slice of the past," a claim that certainly disqualifies the work as a historical novel.
To the contrary, "they are about human nature," they are "about truth and lies,
and disguises and revelations."67 To conclude the lecture, Atwood references a
scene from a then-contemporary film to express not just what she does but what
biographical novelists do more generally:
In the recent film II Postino, the great poet Pablo Neruda upbraids his friend, a
lowly postman, for having filched one of Nerudas poems to use in his courtship
of a local girl. "But," replies the postman, "poems do not belong to those who
write them. Poems belong to those who need them." And so it is with stories
about the past. The past no longer belongs only to those who once lived in it; the
past belongs to those who claim it, and are willing to explore it, and to infuse it
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with meaning for those alive today. The past belongs to us, because we are the
ones who need it.68
As a creative writer, Atwood unapologetically lays claim to history in order to
give life meaning for readers in the present and the future. Implicit in Atwood s
apologia is a distinction between doing and using history. For those who do
history, giving readers established facts about the past is of crucial importance,
so altering them is unacceptable. But biographical novelists use rather than do
history, so taking liberties with the facts is not just acceptable but also sometimes
necessary. Put simply, biographical novelists fictionalize

lives from the past to

enhance life in the present and future. This is the same model at work in Wilde's
texts about Mr. W.H. While it might seem that the narrator's insights about
women and homosexuals in The Incomparable and Ingenious History of Mr. W.H.
derive from his analysis of Willie Hughes, they are actually Wilde's ideas, and
he is merely using Willie Hughes to invent new ways of seeing and living in the
future. As Wilde says in "The Soul of Man": "The future is what artists are."69
Ebershoff can further illuminate the method of Wilde and the biographical
novelist more generally. In the Author's Note of Tlte Danish Girl, Ebershoff
states explicitly that the "reader should not look to this novel for very many
biographical details of Einar Wegener's life." Ebershoff found "some important
facts about Einar's actual transformation,"70 and he then used those details in
order to craft a narrative that would underscore the degree to which "there
is universality to Einar's question of identity." 1 In short, Ebershoff converted
Einar/Lili into a symbol. Thus, Ebershoff used rather than represented Einar/Lili,
and he did this to express his own views about the link between a constructed
identity and human agency. In sum, biographical novelists take something of
significance from a particular figure's

life, and they then fictionalize

that life in

order to project into being their own view of life and the world. Within this
aesthetic framework, biographical novelists alter biography and history in order
to convert the main character into a symbol, which is why Ebershoff says:"The
Danish Girl is a metaphor."77
To return to my central claim in this section: If we use the scientific sense as
the basis for the construction or assessment of an artwork, a sense that privileges
past factual realities and the empirical method, then we would have to say that
Wilde's work and biographical novels more generally are failures because they do
not accurately represent history or biography. But if we use the "artistic sense' as
the basis for the construction or assessment of an artwork, a sense that prioritizes
creative invention and future possibilities, then we could say that these works
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succeed insofar as they lead to the creation of something new, which subsequently
becomes a living reality in the present and future. Understanding that there
are two separate theories at work in this story significantly impacts the way we
interpret the wonderfully ambiguous conclusion. The narrator inherits the forged
painting, which he shows to his "artistic friends," who speculate about the identity
of the painter. The narrator, however, chooses not to disclose that the painting is a
forgery: "I have never cared to tell them its true history" (PWH 281). Knowledge of
the painting's "true history" would seem to render the theory about Willie Hughes
null and void, because, as the narrator earlier said to Erskine about the painting,
the "only evidence for the existence of Willie Hughes is that picture in front of
you, and the picture is a forgery" (PWH 279). To punctuate this empiricismformulated point, the narrator intones: "Whatever romance may have to say about
the Willie Hughes theory, reason is dead against it" (PWH 279). Based on these
claims, we could say that the narrator subscribes to the evidence-based theory. But
by the end of the story, this clearly changes, for as the narrator says of the painting
in the closing sentence: "sometimes, when I look at it, I think that there is really a
great deal to be said for the Willie Hughes theory of Shakespeare's sonnets" (PWH
281). Since the narrator stipulates that the empiricism-based theory is valid only
on condition that the painting verifies Willie's existence, we can conclude from
the narrator's personal reflections that he considers the theory valid in an "artistic
sense," which is to say that the portrait must have succeeded in generating a
new way of seeing and being. To be more specific, just as Wildes Shakespeare
used Willie Hughes to create works that inspired Cyril to see "something new"
in life, and Cyril used Willie Hughes to create a work that inspired Erskine to
see "something new" in life, so too did the painter of Willie Hughes inspire the
narrator to see "something new" in life. It is in this "artistic sense" that the painting
confirms the Willie Hughes theory. But more importantly, this "artistic sense"
would become the foundation for biofictional aesthetics, as we will now see in
biographical novels in which Wilde plays a crucial part.

Ill
Instead of mastering life,
I allowed it to master me.73

Wilde's colorful life and theories about art are so compelling that they have
generated a disproportionate number of biofictions, though not all are of equal
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value or significance. For instance, Hall's I Give You Oscar Wilde is noteworthy
because it was the first

biographical novel about the Irish writer. But in the

tradition of biofiction, it lacks the originality, creativity, and substance we find in
the works of Ackroyd, Edwards, and Toibin.

4

In The Last Testament of Oscar Wilde, Ackroyd has his protagonist write
his memoir during the last four months of his life, and that memoir, with two
concluding pages from Wilde's friend Maurice Gilbert, is the novel. It is the work's
clever narrative strategy that makes The Last Testament such a success, as we see
Wilde reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of his art and life. Therefore, what
readers get in the novel is less about Wilde and more about aesthetics, existence,
and the art of living.
Ackroyd makes it clear that "The Portrait of Mr. W.H." is one of Wilde's most
significant works. As his Wilde says:
In The Portrait of Mr. W. H., that extraordinary essay in which I reveal the
identity of the boy who haunts Shakespeare's sonnets, I limned a portrait of
perfect masculine beauty, in which both sexes have left their touch. This book
was my homage to Greek love, and never had I put my learning to more artful
use. It was of no concern to me if the facts were accurate or inaccurate: I had
discovered a truth which was larger than that of biography and history, a truth
not merely about Shakespeare but about the nature of all creative art.
(LT 121)
The "truth" of this work is "larger" than what is found in biography and/or history,
which is why a correspondence to established facts is of secondary concern. The
objective here is the "artful use" of Willie's life in order to create an "homage
to Greek love." If we apply this approach to The Last Testament, we could say
that Ackroyd makes "artful use" of Wilde's life in order to communicate his own
vision of art and life.
For Ackroyd, Wilde's story captivates not only because he wasan extraordinary
writer and thinker, but also because he was such a spectacular failure. Of
central importance to Wilde's aesthetic is idealism, the view that through an
elevated self-consciousness a person could evade biological or environmental
determinism and thereby behave as a legislator of reality. Within this framework,
it is when Ackroyd's Wilde "abjured the wonderful idealism of" his "art" that he
"took the first step on the path which was to lead" him "into the wilderness" (LT
102). To clarify precisely what he means, Ackroyd's Wilde strategically alludes
to Plato's Symposium: "I had been sitting with Socrates, but now I had found
Alcibiades on my other hand, and I took my meat, and drank my wine, with him"
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(LT 102). The strategic reference to Socrates and Alcibiades provides a framework
for understanding Ackroyd's usage of Wilde's life.
In The Symposium, a group of thinkers attends a party, where each person
makes a speech "in praise of love."75 Taking his inspiration from the philosopher
and priestess Diotima, Socrates argues that the function of love is "procreation,"
which "can be either physical or spiritual,"76 though he contends that spiritual
procreation is superior to physical. But the goal is not simply procreation:
"Its object is to procreate and bring forth in beauty."7" For those committed to
material procreation, their progeny are children, but for those committed to
spiritual procreation, their progeny "is wisdom and virtue in general."78 Applying
this hierarchical model to love, Diotima clarifies how physical forms of love and
beauty are merely the beginning of an ascent toward more noble and sublime
realities, which are spiritual in nature:
This is the right way of approaching or being initiated into the mysteries of love,
to begin with examples of beauty in this world, and using them as steps to ascend
continually with that absolute beauty as one's aim, from one instance of physical
beauty to two and from two to all, then from physical beauty to moral beauty,
and from moral beauty to the beauty of knowledge, until from knowledge of
various kinds one arrives at the supreme knowledge whose sole object is that
absolute beauty, and knows at last what absolute beauty is.79
According to this model, love of a boy like Willie Hughes should be the beginning
of what would become an increasingly more spiritual form of love, one that would
transcend the physical and particular and culminate in something spiritual and
universal.
To clarify how this model functions in the realm of action, Plato concludes
The Symposium with a particular encounter between Alcibiades and Socrates
that functions to distinguish a base, sensual, and corruptible form of love from a
spiritual one. Described as a beautiful man, Alcibiades arrives at the end of the
party. Drunk and uninhibited, he berates Socrates, who is clearly attracted to
such young men. Through "mere words,"80 Alcibiades claims, Socrates seduces
young men like himself, but he does not take seduction to its logical end, sexual
fulfillment. This surprises Alcibiades because he believes that his beautiful
appearance should induce the older man to sexual action. But in his retort
Socrates exposes Alcibiades's flawed assumptions:
You must see in me a beauty which is incomparable and far superior to your own
physical good looks, and if, having made this discovery, you are trying to get a
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share of it by exchanging your beauty for mine, you obviously mean to get much
the better of the bargain; you are trying to get true beauty in return for sham; in
fact, what you are proposing is to exchange dross for gold.81
Intellectual beauty is gold, and, by comparison, physical beauty is mere dross.
This is the case because the progeny of intellectual beauty is eternal, not subject
to decay or death, as is Alcibiades's physical appearance.
Central to Ackroyd's novel is Wilde's realization that he chose Alcibiades's
dross over Socrates's gold. This discovery enables Ackroyd's Wilde to reflect on
the senses in which his life and art have failed and succeeded, and it enables
Ackroyd to use Wilde's life and art to picture a more effective aesthetic. That
Ackroyd's Wilde regrets much is one of the novel's refrains. Comparing
himself to Balzac, who fashioned life "into shape as a sculptor will fashion
stone into a beautiful form," Wilde understands that he "did not know life at
all" (LT 63). Instead of keeping his eye on the real prize, which should have
been the progeny of intellectual beauty, Wilde succumbed to the ephemeral
praise of flatterers: "I did not disillusion those who listened to me, and there
lay the most serious flaw in my character. I enjoyed praise, I admit it. I like to
be liked" (LT 89). Given his focus on the momentary and the superficial, he
"sought for visible rather than intellectual success," which led him at times to
write "quickly and without thought" (LT 97). Therefore, instead of maturing
and developing as a person and an artist, his "growth" had "been arrested," and
this, Wilde claims, is the "tragedy of" his "life" (LT 101). Having lost himself
in his sins ("I had lost myself in my sins; with my own hands I had blinded
myself and I stumbled into the pit" [LT 119]), Ackroyd's Wilde takes full
responsibility for his failings: "the vanity and hypocrisy were mine" (LT 122).
Thus, the life of Ackroyd's Wilde serves as a cautionary tale: "If I am anything,
I am a warning" (LT 179).
With all these scorching self-incriminations, it would be easy to conclude
that Ackroyd's novel pictures Wilde as an unambiguous failure. But this is not
correct. It was in his early years that Wilde formulated his aesthetic "mission,"
which was "to bring art into life," and it was in drama that he "discovered that
the two become perfect in combination" (LT 88). Given his comprehension of
and contribution to aesthetics, he compares himself to some of the world's most
prominent artists and thinkers:
Every great creation involves a rupture of equilibrium, and the finest

things

in art have come from that fever of the passions which I and others like me
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have experienced. It was male love which inspired Michelangelo in his perfect
sonnets; it inspired Shakespeare to immortalise a young man in words of fire just
as it guided the hands of Plato and of Marlowe.
(LT 112-13)
In the tradition of Shakespeare, Michelangelo, Plato, and Marlowe, Wilde
concludes that he "was the greatest artist of" his "time" (LT 170). With such
extraordinary talent, he "could have been the voice of the coming age" (LT 179).
To understand why he could have been the voice of the coming age, it is
important to see how Wilde aesthetically registered a major shift in intellectual
history. Plato established a model in which Truth exists independent of human
communities. Thus, it is the responsibility of thinkers and artists to discover and
subsequently represent such Truth, which is co-eternal with the Divine. Within
this framework, established Truths are immutable and inviolable. But this
paradigm renders artists of negligible significance. Plato's Ioti is a perfect case in
point. As Socrates says, inspired poems "are not of man or human workmanship,
but are divine and from the gods." As such, "the poets are nothing but interpreters
of the gods." This approach to truth renders artists passive recipients of preexistent Truth rather than active creators of "truth." Having accepted the poets
as godly seers and ministers of the divine, the listeners come to believe "that it
is not they [seers and ministers] who utter these precious revelations while their
mind is not within them, but that it is the god himself who speaks, and through
them becomes articulate to us."82 According to this model, Truth is valid and
trustworthy only insofar as the human has played no role in its construction.
In essence, Plato used the God-concept to establish, ground, and legitimize a
model of objective and immutable Truth in which the artist must subordinate
the self to the absolute Truths that are what they are whether humans apprehend
them or not.
The phenomenological turn of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries shifted the focus from seemingly established ontological Truths
to phenomenologically constructed epistemological "truths," and this shift
significantly elevated the position of the artist. Instead of being the gods'
amanuensis, a being that merely takes dictation from the Divine, the nineteenthcentury artist became a figure

that shapes and determines "reality"—recall

William Blake's famous formulation: "I must Create a System, or be enslav'd by
another Mans."83 So rather than subordinating self to a pre-existent ontological
Reality, which Ackroyd's Wilde exposes as a "conventional reality" (LT 138),
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the artist should unapologetically acknowledge and affirm the artistic self
that creates a new conceptual "reality." This shift explains the valorization of
personality in Wilde's work—only those beings with a personality can create
a compelling and lasting "reality." Ackroyd's Wilde sees himself as the one who
has "written so much about the powers of the personality (LI 92). And yet, he
failed as an artist because he lost sight of what should have been the focus, which
is the construction of a new conceptual "reality (an updated version of Plato s
intellectual progeny) that would have created more life. Here is how Ackroyd's
Wilde expresses the matter:
To a larger extent, I realise now, my power—and the power of my personalitydepended upon my position in society. As soon as that position was taken away,
my personality counted for nothing whatever. In similar fashion, I once saw
reality from a great height since it was from the pinnacle of my individualism:
now I have fallen so low that reality rises above me, and I see its shadows and its
secret crevices.
(LT 14)
Foregrounding his flamboyant

and mesmerizing personality garnered Wilde

much attention when he was in his prime, but now that he has lost his cachet,
"reality" overtakes him.
Ackroyd uses Wilde's response to his "gross indecency" trial to illuminate his
protagonist's failings. As an artist, Wilde should use his piercing intelligence to
expose the flawed,

unjust, and debilitating assumptions on which cultural and

political laws ("conventional reality") of his age are premised. Then he should
imagine into being a new set of assumptions ("reality"), ones that would lead to
healthier and more just ways of seeing and experiencing the world. Reflecting
on the major mistakes of his life, just as the actual Wilde does in Epistolaf
Ackroyd's Wilde details how he failed at his trial to do what he should have done
as an artist:
My lawsuit was unforgiveable—the one really foolish action of my life. Instead
of mastering life, I allowed it to master me; instead of being the extraordinary
dramatist which I was, 1 became an actor merely, mouthing the lines of others
and those which fear and cowardice murmured to me. I let my fate rest in the
hands of Society rather than shaping it myself: I appealed to the very authorities
whom I professed to despise. For that I cannot be forgiven, and the memory of
my failure haunts me still.
(LT135)
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Society has an established system of rules, laws, and norms in place, and
most people mindlessly accept them as an inviolable Reality. But as an artist,
Wilde is not one of the masses. Therefore, instead of merely accepting society's
edicts as incontrovertible Truths, a response in which life masters him, it is
his responsibility as a master to examine society, diagnose its ailments, and
prescribe something new and better for it. Simply accepting society is to abdicate
his responsibility as an artist and a master of life. Had he lived up to his calling
as an "extraordinary dramatist," he could have used his personality to make the
case for a new way of seeing Uranian love, thus challenging the foundational
idea that was used to criminalize and persecute him.
The problem here is not necessarily Wilde's focus or emphasis on personality.
It is that Wilde failed to use his personality in service of something greater
than himself. There is a practical example to illustrate how this aestheticinto-life process should—ideally—function. From 1895 until 1897, Wilde was
imprisoned for "gross indecency." After his release, Wilde wrote The Ballad of
Reading Gaol, a biopoem about the life of Charles Thomas Wooldridge, who was
executed in 1896. Prison life was outrageously inhumane, and part of Wilde's
aesthetic goal with The Ballad of Reading Gaol was to inspire reform, which
explains why he proudly announced that his "poem 'had been twice quoted
in the House'" at a "parliamentary debate" about a prison reform bill and that
through his poem he was "able to deal a heavy and fatal blow at the monstrous
prison-system of English justice."85 Important to note here is the kind of change
the poet wanted. Wilde's verbal picture of Reading Gaol led the home secretary
to propose increasing "the number of prison inspectors and official visitors.
But Wilde felt that such a proposal fails to address the real problem. Increasing
staff to ensure that the regulations are upheld does not alter the regulations,
which are the basis for the inhumane conditions. As Nicholas Frankel observes:
"It was the regulations themselves that needed changing, he insisted, since as
presently constituted they seemed to have the destruction of both the prisoner's
physical and mental capacities as their object."87 As an artist, Wilde exposes a
foundational system that is destructive, and he imagines into being something
else, a system that is more productive of life.
This is precisely what Wilde tries to accomplish in "The Portrait of Mr. W.H."
Wilde uses Shakespeare's dedicatee to create a new reality, specifically an original
way of thinking about women and homosexuality, which will lead in the future
to new ways of female and homosexual being. Through the aesthetic power ol
their (Cyril, Erskine, the narrator, and Wilde) personality-rich presentations,
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these four could give birth to a new reality, so even after they are no longer alive
(Cyril dies, and the narrator picks up where Cyril left off. Wilde is now dead, and
1 am picking up where he left off.), the "realities" they created continue to live. By
foregrounding his own personality over his intellectual progeny, Ackroyd's Wilde
failed himself, his art, and others, because now that he no longer has a captive
audience, his work can no longer have an impact. This explains why Ackroyd
has him make the following claim: "As it is, my personality has destroyed my
work: that is the one unforgivable sin of my life" (TL 66). The novel's logic goes
something like this: because Wilde did not use his personality to effectively
make the case for a new "reality" like Uranian love, which should have been
his intellectual progeny, in other words, because he used his mesmerizing
personality to aggrandize only himself, now that his reputation is in tatters,
nothing substantive of him remains.88
Reliant as this aesthetic is on The Symposium, it is important to clarify precisely
how Wilde departs significantly from Plato. By suppressing that which is of the
human or human workmanship, Plato's artist is receptive to the revelations of
the gods, Truths that are valid for all people in all places at all times. Within
this Platonic system, gratification comes from discovering an immutable
Truth: "This beauty is first of all eternal; it neither comes into being nor passes
away, neither waxes nor wanes." Unchangeable, this Truth has universal and
atemporal validity, which is why it is described as having "a beauty whose nature
is marvellous" and considered "the final goal."89
Wilde rejected this view, because the world is not—ontologically—what
it is. Rather, it is—phenomenologically—what we have conceptualized and
subsequently naturalized it to be.90 Therefore, the goal should never be a final
and absolute characterization of Reality. The goal should be endlessly creating
new ways of seeing and experiencing life and the world. This explains why
Ackroyd's Wilde makes the following claim: "But I became aware of a peculiar
but now to me familiar phenomenon: as soon as I had expressed my philosophy,
I ceased to adhere to it. Once I had given perfect form to my ideas and attitudes,
they became wearisome to me. When people believed in me, I ceased to believe
in myself" (TL 53). For Wilde, life is found in the activity of endlessly critiquing
the truths we inherit, determining whether they have relevance or meaning for
us, and, if not, creating new and better truths for the future. Those who fail to
critique the present and then to counter-construct more relevant truths for the
future are nothing more than slaves. Wilde formulates this view most clearly in
"The Soul of Man": "Art is Individualism, and Individualism is a disturbing and
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disintegrating force. Therein lies its immense value. For what it seeks to disturb
is monotony of type, slavery of custom, tyranny

of habit, and the reduction of

man to the level of a machine."91 Since the essence of life is perpetual growth and
endless development, the establishment and reification of Truth would result
in human stagnation and ultimately cultural death. What makes the final and
absolutist model of Truth so dangerous is that it leads people to let their critical,
intellectual, and creative guard down. They accept the culture's provisionally
constructed truths as universal and eternal, and thus become, wittingly or not,
the slaves of epistemic custom and the vassals of societal habit. In other words,
instead of acting in accordance with truths that are suitable for them in their
time and place, they subscribe to Truths that were constructed for people from
an alien culture and age.
And this idea applies to the contemporary artist, which is why Ackroyds
Wilde ceases to adhere to his own ideas and attitudes after they have been
brought to perfection. What artists do is to disrupt and destabilize dominant
orthodoxies, even their own, so aesthetic fulfillment is not achieved through the
establishment of a new absolute Truth. It is realized through the artistic activity
of constructing a new provisional truth. Put differently, the aesthetic goal is
active creation, and not the establishment of an inviolable Truth. This explains
why Plato's model is not only wrong but also dangerous, as his devotion to an
immutable and universal Truth leads to stagnation and ultimately death.

IV
To live is the rarest thing in the world.
Most people exist, that is all.92
Edwards's Oscar Wilde Discovers America is an excellent biographical novel,
certainly worthy of extensive study, but I want to conclude this chapter by looking
closely at Toibin's The Master, as this work best articulates the crucial intellectual
developments that led so many writers to turn away from the historical novel and
to the biographical novel. Central to the novel is James's life- and fiction-altering
transformation, and it is Wilde who makes this metamorphosis possible. For the
sake of clarity, let me start by explicitly stating the nature of the change. Early
in the novel, James believes that his role as an artist is to encourage submission
to society's seemingly ineluctable laws. In a sense, he has adopted a version
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of Alexander Pope's idea that "Whatever is, is right."9- Within this aesthetic
framework, the goal is not to examine and diagnose a culture and subsequently
change it, making it thereby healthier and more life-promoting. Rather, it is to
accept reality as it is and thus to counsel renunciation of one's seemingly wayward
desires, an act that does nothing to change the social and the political. By the
end of the novel, however, Toibin's James rejects his renunciation aesthetic and
instead affirms the individual self over societal dictates and prizes an aesthetic
and culture of experiment, creativity, and the sensuous.
Toibin opens the novel with James's renunciation aesthetic. The year is 1895,
and James is anxiously awaiting the premiere of his play Guy Domville. The
work's theme is of crucial importance for the whole novel, so Toibin has James
strategically reveal it, which is that "Guy Domville, despite his vast wealth and
golden future, decided to renounce the world and devote himself to a life ot
contemplation and prayer in a monastery."91 To underscore that renunciation
will be a dominant motif, Toibin uses the idea to differentiate James from Wilde.
On the opening night of his play, James, to settle his fraying nerves, attends a
performance of Wilde's play An Ideal Husband. James, certainly no fan of Wilde's
work at this point in the novel, compares the play to his own, and he finds his
rival's work wanting: James's "drama was about renunciation, he thought, and
these people [who were watching Wilde's play] had renounced nothing. At the
end, as they called the actors back for further bows, he saw from their flushed
and happy faces that they did not appear to have any immediate plans to amend
their ways" (M 16). James's play encourages renunciation of self, while Wildes
play rejects the idea of renunciation altogether.
To indicate that the renunciation aesthetic is not a onetime affair for James,
Toibin returns to the idea near the end of the novel, when Jamess niece reads
The Portrait of a Lady. Isabel Archer has made some bold and daring choices as
a young woman by venturing to Europe and marrying someone whom everyone
opposes. Eventually, Archer realizes that she has made a horrible mistake by
marrying her husband, but she remains with him nonetheless. James's niece is
puzzled by this decision, so she asks her uncle why Archer made this choice.
James says: "Making such leaps [as Archer did when she was young] requires us
to be brave and determined, but doing so also may freeze any other possibilities.
It is easier to renounce bravery rather than to be brave over and over (M 325).
What James does not vocalize is just as important. He believes that it was a
matter of "duty and resignation" (M 324) that Archer stay with her husband.
This is the same theme in James's play.
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Renunciation does not just play a major role in James's fiction;

it is an

essential component of his life. The early Jamesian strategy in The Master is to
show people how to cope with the life-thwarting laws and norms of society,
and this is achieved by renouncing seemingly wayward desires. For instance,
Toibins James wrote a story many years before about a personal matter, but he
destroyed it. Now, in January 1895, he decides to record what happened, which
was about him standing in the rain outside the Paris room of Paul Joukowsky,
a man who has encouraged intimacies and for whom James clearly yearns. This
scene, so reminiscent of Michael Furey's death-bringing pursuit of James Joyces
Gretta Conroy, evokes a sense of thwarted love, but in James's case, what leads to
failure is his philosophy of renunciation. Instead of venturing into the unknown
by approaching Paul, which would violate a cultural prohibition about love
between men, James waits outside until the light in Paul's room fades, and then,
consistent with his philosophy of renunciation, he slowly walks home. However,
in his fictional

story of the event, James "had alerted Paul to his presence and

Paul had come down and they had walked up the stairs together in silence.
And it was very clear now—Paul had made it clear—what would happen" (M
10). What makes this moment so poignant is James's failure to imagine his way
beyond his culture's prohibitions. As the narrator says, rather than thinking
about what would happen next with Paul, James "had never allowed himself
to imagine beyond that point. It was the closest he had come, but he had not
come close at all" (M 10). The energy expended on renouncing one's wayward
impulses prevents James from imagining into being a new way of sexual
intimacy between men, a way that would be in conflict with and transcend his
culture's restrictions. Having failed to pursue the experience with Paul, James
confined the imagination to what is culturally predetermined. The outside-thenorm life experience would have opened up the possibility for the imagination,
which would have made possible the creation of something new. But that did not
happen, so from a Wildean perspective, James failed as a person and an artist,
because his philosophy of renunciation did not result in a new way of seeing and
being first in art and then in life.
This scene with Paul parallels what happens with an army corporal who
serves as James's manservant during his visit to Ireland. The character's name
is Hammond, and he is as drawn to James as James is drawn to him. Significant
are the changes made about Hammond from the drafts to the published version
of the novel, which indicate that Toibin struggled to get the nuanced and
suggestive language of the James/Hammond (Andrews) interactions exactly
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right. Hammond, who is named Andrews in the draft versions, enters James's
apartment when the author most yearns for a soul-comforting intimacy. Here is
the version that Toibin ultimately included:
He put his hands behind his head in the darkness of the bedroom, the firelight
having fully dimmed. He was disturbed by the idea that he longed, now more
than ever before, in this strange house in this strange country, for someone
to hold him, not speak or move even, but to embrace him, stay with him. He
needed that now, and making himself say it brought the need closer, made it
more urgent and more impossible.
(M 37-8)
Compare this with the version of the first draft in which Hammond (Andrews)
is mentioned:
He put his hands over his face in the darkness of the bedroom, the firelight
having fully dimmed. In that moment when Andrews had appeared until he left
the room Henry knew that he longed for someone to hold him, not speak or
move even, simply embrace him, stay with him, rest with him. He needed that
now and saying it to himself brought the need closer, made it then more urgent
and, he sighed, as impossible as it always had been.95
In the published version, there is no indication that the someone for whom
James pines should be a male or that the idea of comfort is related to Hammond.
But in the draft version, by specifically mentioning Andrews (Hammond) in
the same sentence in which James yearns for intimacy, Toibin makes his James
more conscious of his own homosexual yearnings. But this is a mistake because
Toibin's James cannot imagine his way, at least at this point in the novel, to such a
form of same-sex intimacy, which perhaps explains why Toibin had to eliminate
the reference to Hammond.
Let me give one more example to illustrate. In the fourth typed draft of the
novel, Toibin includes the following line in a scene in which Hammond—
strangely—asks James if he wants a book he was previously reading (M 28). After
Hammond makes this offer, "Henry lay in bed and wondered if Hammond had
intended to offer him comfort or something more than comfort." But Toibin
crossed out this sentence, and in the margin he wrote: "Crosses the line."96 To
give James too much consciousness at this point in the novel would conflict with
the limited and flawed

character that Toibin is creating. James's philosophy of

renunciation has extremely negative consequences on his life and aesthetic; it
causes a huge blind spot, which leads to some of the novelist's most grievous
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mistakes as an artist and a person. To have his James entertain the possibility of
intimacy with Hammond would cross the line by making James more conscious
and daring, which would be inconsistent with the character Toibin created, so he
decided not to include the sentence in the final version.
The weaknesses and failures in James's character, deriving or resulting as they
do from his commitment to renunciation, negatively impact his relationships
with others. To understand how and why this is the case, it is important to note
the novel's focus on the cultural role the artist should play in enabling people to
better see the world and in improving the quality of human life. Toibin suggests
that the early James has failed to some degree as an artist in the opening three
pages. James struggles with nightmares, and the first section concludes with a
haunting image of his mother appealing to her son for help. In the dream, "he
had locked eyes with his mother, and her gaze was full of panic, her mouth ready
to cry out. She fiercely wanted something beyond her reach, which she could not
obtain, and he could not help her" (M 3). Everyday people, like James's mother,
make a tacit appeal to artists, who are the unacknowledged legislators of the
universe. As artists, their cultural job is to identify and expose cultural ailments
and to prescribe a cure by offering a better and healthier way of seeing and/or
being. What people like James's mother do not need is an artist who basically
says: "Life is exactly as it should be, and my job as an artist is not to change the
society but to reconcile you to reality as it is by counselling you to renounce your
wayward impulses and desires."
Again, an early draft of the novel will prove illuminating. Toibin clearly wants
to establish two facts about James's character in the first part of the novel. Like
James's mother, his sister, Alice, makes an implicit plea for help. Alice has had
some mental and health challenges, so she goes to England with Miss Loring,
who is ambiguously described as Alice's caregiver or perhaps lover. Here is the
passage about Alice's request of her brother: "Miss Loring accompanied her when
Alice decided to come to England to avoid being cared for by her aunt Kate, an
act of defiance and independence and also, of course, a cry to Henry for help"
(M 56). In the first draft of the novel, the narrator says in this same section that
Henry "at various times took care of her [Alice]," but Toibin did not include this
passage in the final version.97 Why? The problem with Henry at this point is that
he is epistemologically limited and flawed, which leads him to overlook a great
deal and consequently to fail many people around him. Therefore, Toibin had to
eliminate the suggestion that James took care of his sister in order to underscore
his failure to see and then to properly respond to his sister's plea for help.
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James's personal and aesthetic limitations and failures are best brought
into sharp focus through his interactions with Constance Fenimore Woolson.
A famous novelist and an astute reader of James's work, Tdibin's Woolson
quietly and privately suffers in the novel until she commits suicide. Her death
has a staggering effect on James, who subsequently wonders if he bears any
responsibility. It is in a conversation with Woolson about Alice and women more
generally that readers see the exact nature of Henry's limitations in the worlds
of seeing and action. After Henry observes that '"Life itself seems to be the root
of" his sister's "malady," Woolson replies: "I think it's difficult for all of us. The
gap is so wide." The "us" in this case might seem to be all people, which would
include Henry. But this is not correct, as becomes clear when Woolson further
clarifies what she means. Henry does not quite get her meaning, so he asks if
she means the gap "between her imagination and her confines." But Woolson
has a more gender specific idea in mind. She says: "I mean between using our
intelligence as women to the full and the social consequences of that" (M 230).
The us is women, and it would certainly include someone like Woolson, who has
clearly used her intelligence to the full. Indeed, shortly after making this remark,
Woolson says that "the consequences" for women like her and Alice "get into
the marrow of your soul" (231). Read in relation to all the other females in the
novel who make a plea to Henry for help, this scene is devastating. Woolson is
subtly telling Henry that a form of despair has made its way into her marrow, but
instead of attending to what his close friend is implying and following up with
suitable questions, James makes a dismissive remark that is meant "as a joke, or
a sign of gratitude, or a way of reducing the intensity of their exchange" (M 231).
Throughout the novel, Henry is in search of appropriate material for new
work. But instead of engaging in a rich conversation with Woolson about the
situation of women like Henry's mother, Alice, and Woolson (the unnamed wife
of Prince Oblisky and Henry's cousin Minny Temple would also fit into this
category), he dismisses the scene as irrelevant. And yet, had he done what he
should have done as an artist, which is to diagnose and expose what ails the
culture and then to imagine into being a healthier and more life-promoting way
of being, he could have used his art to alleviate the burden on all the women who
are clearly turning to him for help.
While Toibin's early James fails in some significant ways, the James of the
late 1890s undergoes a major transformation, which leads him to adopt a much
healthier and more life-promoting worldview and aesthetic. The most important
figure to effect this metamorphosis is Wilde. Shortly after the performance and
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failure of his play Guy Domville, Wilde is put on trial for committing homosexual
acts, and it is through James's obsessive attention to this very public event that
he undergoes a fiction-

and life-changing transformation. Initially, James had

little respect for or interest in Wilde, but once he learns that Wilde had thrown
sexual "caution away," the "story of Wilde filled

Henry's days" (M 68). In The

Master, this fascination with Wilde significantly impacts James's aesthetic. From
The Portrait of a Lady (1881) to Guy Domville (1895), renunciation of self to
what is considered a moral or societal duty is a central theme in the work of
Toibin's James, thus making James and his characters representatives of the age.
But in the closing pages of The Master, Toibin's James renounces renunciation
and adopts an aesthetic much closer to Wilde's.
To understand the nature of James's transformation, it is important to define
two separate aesthetics that Wilde identifies in De Profundis. One begins with an
established, immutable Truth to which humans must submit. But Wilde rejects
this aesthetic because it reduces the human to a mathematical equation. Such an
aesthetic, which is premised "on a careful calculation of ways and means," is for
people who "know where they are going." At first glance, this might seem like
a good thing. But for Wilde, this aesthetic is for the "more mechanical people,"
those who become mindless automatons. By stark contrast, Wilde favors a more
dynamic approach to art and life:
But with the dynamic forces of life, and those in whom those dynamic forces
become incarnate, it is different. People whose desire is solely for self-realisation
never know where they are going. They can't know. In one sense of the word it
is of course necessary, as the Greek oracle said, to know oneself: that is the first
achievement of knowledge. But to recognize that the soul of a man is unknowable,
is the ultimate achievement of Wisdom. The final mystery is oneself.98
Instead of giving readers precise answers to perplexing questions about the
human, artists in the dynamic aesthetic tradition seek to expose the degree to
which life is ultimately unsystematizable and mysterious. Within this framework,
the aesthetic objective is to reveal rational depictions of humans as limited,
reductive and potentially dangerous and to immerse readers into the dynamic
mystery of endlessly creating being.
James adopts Wilde's dynamic aesthetic approach by the end of The Master.
When asked what he plans to write next, James, clearly thinking about The
Ambassadors (1903), says that he has in mind a story about "an American of
middle age, with much intelligence and a sensuous nature which has remained
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hidden throughout his life" (M 334). When pressed about the message of this
projected novel, Toibin's James says: "The moral is the most pragmatic we can
imagine, that life is a mystery and that only sentences are beautiful, and that we
must be ready for change, especially when we go to Paris" (M 334). The James
of 1881 or 1895 would have this character renounce his sensuous nature and
subordinate his personal desires to a moral or societal duty. But this is the James
of 1899, the one who, like Wilde, has come to question his culture's societal
truths and moralities. Therefore, instead of having his protagonist submit to a
clearly defined duty, James dispenses with certain knowledge of such obligations
and privileges life, mystery, and perpetual change.
It is for this reason that Toibin's James would reject a literary form like the
historical novel. This is not mere speculation. Toibin strategically includes a
scene in order to indicate that his James opposes and even rejects the historical
novel. Late in the novel, Henry's brother William expresses concern about
Henry's work. He encourages his sibling to abandon the novel of manners
about the superficial and materialistic English and to turn his attention to a
"novel which would deal with our American history," specifically "about the
Puritan Fathers" (M 317). Henry not only rejects William's proposal, but also
uses this occasion to express his contempt for the historical novel: '"May I put
an end to this conversation,' Henry said, 'by stating clearly to you that I view
the historical novel as tainted by a fatal cheapness'" (M 317). To punctuate his
point, Henry ends the discussion by dismissing William's proposal with a single
word, "humbug" (M 317). The significance of these remarks is staggering. In
one of the most celebrated biographical novels, the protagonist denounces the
historical novel, which clearly suggests that The Master should not be considered
a historical novel.
In fact, Toibin makes this point directly in his recent interview with Bethany
Layne. When asked if there is a difference between the historical novel and
the biographical novel, Toibin says that there is. He then provides an example.
Toibin notes that James's apartment in Kensington was wired for electricity in
1896. A historical novelist, Toibin claims, would incorporate such a detail in his
or her work: "If you're writing a historical novel this is a marvelous scene for you
where you're actually getting a key moment in history and you're integrating it
into lives and you're seeing what the next day will be like.' Toibin does not write
such novels, because "it would ruin my novel. It would be the end of the novel. "
Readers get additional insight into the nature of the historical novel through
a brief analysis of Toibin's source text for his construction of this scene with
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William. Sarah Orne Jewett sent James a copy of her historical novel The Tory
Lover, and in 1901 James responded, but instead of using the occasion to discuss
the quality of Jewett's work, he uses it to reflect on the irredeemable vices of the
historical novel. For James, this is an aesthetic form that is characterized by "a
fatal cheapness," the same phrase Toibin's James uses. The historical novelist gives
readers a multitude of "little facts that can be got from pictures and documents,
relics and prints," but what it lacks is "the real thing," which consists of "the
invention, the representation of the old consciousness, the soul, the sense, the
horizon, the vision of individuals in whose minds half the things that make ours,
that make the modern world." All of these are "non-existent" in the historical
novel, an aesthetic form that James calls "humbug." Of crucial importance for
James is the mysterious, indefinable, semi-autonomous dimension of human
consciousness, which is not just different from but diametrically opposed to the
"conditioned"100 consciousness represented in the historical novel.
The suggestion that the historical novel is "tainted by a fatal cheapness" is of
crucial importance. For both James and Toibin, there is a fatalistic dimension
to the historical novel, because it underscores how humans are at the mercy
of ("conditioned" by) external forces—the wiring of the house will have
necessary and discernible consequences on the inner life of characters. But
the historical novel is also a cheap literary form because it lacks the richness
of creativity—the historical "novel" merely copies what is. Like McCann, James
and Toibin hold that there is something in the nature of the historical novel that
is in irreconcilable conflict with art, and that something is the derivative and
deterministic dimension of history. To put the matter succinctly, the historical
novel foregrounds the conditioned consciousness in order to clarify how we have
come to be as we currently are, while the biographical novel foregrounds how
people can evade or transcend environmental and/or biological conditioning in
order to emphasize future possibilities of what we can become.
That this is the case, however, is not as important as why, and Toibin provides
a clear answer by setting Flenry off from William. As Henry says: "While my
brother makes sense of the world, I can only briefly attempt to make it come
alive, or become stranger" (M 334). Like traditional historical novelists, William
seeks to make logical and rational sense of the world, which is one reason why
he would like his brother to author a historical novel. But by this point in the
novel, Toibin's Henry, like Wilde and McCann, does not think that history's
truths and methods can be usefully deployed within the novel. This is not to say
that Toibin's James would oppose William's desire to make sense of the world.
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It is just to say that what William desires is not quite right or suitable for what
Henry does as a novelist. Toibin's Henry is not really interested in the historical
forces that have conditioned being. Rather, his aesthetic focus is on making life
strange so that people can feel emboldened to move forward by creating new
ways of being for the future.
In The Master, Toibin strategically references another artist who is working
within this dynamic aesthetic tradition. Early in the novel, Toibin's James
expresses admiration for Nathaniel Hawthorne, because he makes life dynamic,
meaningful, and rich. Notice how Toibin describes the young James's response
in a way that will foreshadow the 1899 James's rejection of the historical novel:
"Hawthorne had not observed life, Henry thought, as much as imagined it,
found a set of symbols and images which would set life in motion" (M 163).
The aesthetic objective is not to passively observe and then represent what
happened; that is what the historical novelist does. The goal is to activate life,
to create a way of seeing and being that would promote and advance new and
rich life forms. Toibin's James refines this view in relation to his own aesthetic
when he says that his goal is to make the world "come alive, or become stranger."
Historical novelists give readers logical and rational ways of understanding and
representing the past, thus clarifying how we have come to be as we currently are,
while biographical novelists convert a biographical subject into a literary symbol
in order to create startling, strange, and new ways of seeing and being in the
present and future. In short, the very thing that historical novelists give readers
(a logical and rational representation of the past) is precisely what biographical
novelists seek to unsettle and disrupt ("The one duty we owe to history is to
rewrite it,"101 Wilde says in "The Critic as Artist"), and they do so because life
is to be found in the act of dynamically creating fresh ways of being for the
future rather than mindlessly submitting to seemingly established Truths about
the past. As such, what we get in The Master is not an accurate representation
of James or even history so much as Toibin's vision of life and the world, and he
fictionalizes

Wilde and James to bring that vision into sharp focus.

With this distinction between the historical and biographical novel in mind,
we are in an excellent position to appreciate the title of Toibin s novel. Early James
was no master. He took his personal and aesthetic cue from his environment,
and if any of his private desires conflicted with his culture's dominant ideals, he
renounced his desires and authored fiction

to counsel others to do the same. In

a sense, the early James would have been predisposed in favor of the historical
novel, because his passive philosophy of renunciation is consistent with the
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axioms on which historical fiction

is premised. But after obsessing over Wilde's

trial and internalizing some of Wilde's aesthetic ideas, Toibin's James undergoes
a transformation, which readers see most clearly through his unambiguous
rejection of the historical novel. Instead of being a passive observer who merely
reports on what happened, someone who is mastered by the environment, James
becomes a master by setting life into motion through a literature that makes life
strange and admonishes readers to seek and embrace change. As such, the 1899
James becomes a master, and it was Wilde who enabled him to do so, which is
why Wilde is the primary master of 7he Master.

V
Life is Art's best, Art's only pupil.102
The title of my chapter is purposely ambiguous. On the one hand, biofiction
is a life-creating fiction,

by which I mean that Wilde creates a life of Willie

Hughes in "The Portrait of Mr. W.H."; Ackroyd creates a life of Oscar Wilde in
The Last Testament of Oscar Wilde; and Toibin creates a life of Henry James in
The Master. But on the other hand, what all these writers do is to use an actual
life (a biographical subject) in order to produce a life-giving type of fiction:
great artist invents a type, and life tries to copy

it."103 Life,

"A

in this instance, means

active creation rather than being passively created. For someone like Wilde,
most people are automatons, individuals who mindlessly accept their culture's
truths as final and absolute, and thus they never actually live because they do
not create something uniquely and distinctively their own. In a sense, many of
the masses are the walking dead because they merely exist rather than live. Since
the historical novel is premised on the idea that social and political forces shape
and determine the identity of individuals and cultures, it would be considered a
death-bringing aesthetic form, as James, Toibin, Unigwe, and McCann suggest,
because it presupposes that humans are nothing more than the logical product
of their time and place. By stark contrast, biographical novelists, with their
emphasis on agency, take life, defined here in terms of individual autonomy, as
the ideal, and as such, the biographical novel is a life-bringing aesthetic form
in that authors provide readers with an "existential map" for agential living in
the present and for the future. This irreconcilable difference explains why the
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biographical novel should be considered not a version or subgenre of but a
reaction against and a counter to the historical novel.
When I say that the biographical novel emphasizes autonomy as a form of
life, I have three separate forms of autonomy in mind (relating to the author, the
biographical subject, and the reader), and for the sake of clarity, let me examine
each separately. As Wilde consistently notes, the author is free to alter facts about
the biographical subject because the aesthetic goal is to stimulate and inspire
critical and creative thought for the future, and not to accurately represent an
actual person and therewith history. To illustrate, take Toibin's usage of Jewett's
letter. The scene occurs sometime around October 1899. If a person expects
biographical accuracy, then this section of Toibin's novel can only disappoint,
because the actual letter was written on October 5, 1901. A persnickety scholar
could easily say: "Toibins novel fails because he attributes to James ideas that the
novelist would not formulate for another two years." But such a critique would
indicate a failure to understand the genre conventions of a biographical novel. As
an author of fiction rather than biography, Toibin's goal is to convert James's life
into a symbol in order to "set life in motion." To achieve his aesthetic objective,
Toibin feels free to take liberties with biographical facts, which is something
a responsible biographer and historian would not and should not do. Author
autonomy is the freedom to alter biographical and/or historical facts in service
to the author's larger "truths" in the present and for the future.
The second form of autonomy relates to the biographical subject. What
Toibin charts in and through The Master is James's evolution, specifically how
he develops from being a slave to habit and custom to becoming an autonomous
master, which makes life possible. This transformation from non-agency to
agency, from being mastered by life to becoming a master of life, is of central
importance in the biographical novel, and so authors structure their narrative in
order to chart and accentuate this characterological development, a development
that sets the active and semi-autonomous protagonist of the biographical novel
apart from the determined protagonist of the historical novel. Toibin emphasizes
how Wilde's life and work enable James to overcome his life-denying philosophy
of renunciation, a philosophy that leads life to master him, and instead to
adopt an aesthetic that uses art to set life into motion. It is James's painfully
tragic journey from a passive acceptance of a seemingly ineluctable Reality to
a reasonable, albeit limited, form of autonomy that makes the novel so deeply
effective and gratifying.
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The last form of autonomy relates to the reader, and McCann gives us the
best way to think about this idea. Rudi Nureyev is the protagonist of McCann's
Dancer, and he functions as the quintessential biographical subject, which
is to say that he is the living refutation of the historical novel. A loyal Soviet,
Nureyev's father has adopted Karl Marx's political philosophy, which holds
that it "is not the consciousness of men that determines their being, but, on the
contrary, their social being that determines their consciousness."10'1 Nureyev's
father tries to indoctrinate his son with that ideology. As the elder Nureyev says
to the young Rudi: "Your social existence determines consciousness, son."105
But this is precisely the philosophy that Rudi and McCann ultimately reject as
flawed, limited, debilitating, and unacceptable. McCann brilliantly articulates
his view of art's uncanny power to assist readers and viewers in the process of
evading determinism and of constructing self through his description of the
genesis of Dancer. At first

blush, it might seem that what motivated McCann

to write the novel was his passionate interest in Rudi's life. But actually, it was
Nureyev's impact on McCann's friend Jimmy Smallhorne that inspired McCann.
In my interview with him, McCann admits that he "wasn't really interested in
Rudolf Nureyev." Rather, he "was much more interested in the story of Jimmy
Smallhorne, a working class friend of mine from Dublin who was mesmerized
when he saw Rudolf Nureyev on television. It was a story like Jimmy's that
mattered, and that was my beginning of stepping into the biographical novel."
The goal of the biographical novelist is not to accurately represent the life of the
biographical subject—McCann admits that his Nureyev is "probably 90 percent
imagined."106 Rather, it is to use the life story of the historical figure
the reader "come alive in a different body, in a different

time."107

to make

In short, the

artist's goal is to "embody us in wakefulness,"108 and this is what Rudi seeks to do
through dance and McCann through fiction.
Let me briefly illustrate how this functions in Dancer. As an artist, Rudi does
not simply project into being a moment of beauty. He sets into motion a process
of endlessly discovering and creating a new reality. Here is how one character in
the novel describes Rudi's impact on her: "Rudi had stood upon that stage like an
exhausted explorer who had arrived in some unimagined country and, despite
the joy of the discovery, was immediately looking for another unimagined place,
and I felt perhaps that place was me."109 Rudi's art mentally transports his viewers
into the unimaginable, a psychic space that transcends imagined borders and
limitations. In sum, Rudi does what Wilde's Willie, Ackroyd's Wilde, and
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Toibi'n's 1899 James do, which is to use art in order to set life into motion. As
one character notes:
Rudi gathers a group around himself, launching into some diatribe about dance
as an experiment, all its impulses going to the creation of an adventure and the
end of each adventure being a new impulse towards further creation, If a dancer,
he is good, says Rudi, he has to straddle the time! He must drag the old forward
into the new!110

Rudi uses dance to introduce his audience to the dynamic power of endlessly
creating life, and Wilde, Ackroyd, Toibin, and McCann do the same through
their works. Within this framework, it is Wilde's usage of Willie, Ackroyd's usage
of Wilde, McCann's usage of Rudi, and Toibi'n's usage of James that enable them
to achieve their aesthetic goals. Biographical and/or historical truth—these
are subordinate to the more important goal of liberating the reader into the
embodied wakefulness of a creating and creative consciousness, a consciousness
that leads to new possibilities in seeing and being.
As I intend to demonstrate in the next chapter, what Wilde did was no anomaly.
Countering history-as-science's intrusion into the world of art was a dominant
idea of the second half of the nineteenth century and the first quarter of the
twentieth century, and it led many prominent artists to emphasize biography
over history, autonomy over determinism. Within this intellectual context, the
aesthetic goal was not to depict a life. Rather, it was to use a life in order to
create an existential map for experiencing a health- and life-generating form of
autonomy. While the artists I discuss in the next chapter are very different from
Wilde, the pattern I intend to expose is roughly the same for all of them, and it
goes something like this: The intrusion of history-as-a-science into the world
of art, which resulted in the historical novel, generated the need for a counteraesthetic, and the most compelling and effective form to emerge was biofiction,
which—for good reason—has now become one of our age's most dominant
literary forms.

